Artfemme: Women at Work by VanWyck, M.E.
Atlantis Vol. 9 No. 2 
Spring/Printemps 1984 
61-68 
Artfemme: 
Women at Work 
M.E. VanWyck 
Ottawa 
Our collective voice must grow stronger for 
the singers in our midst both to deserve and 
to defend our gifts, our gifted.1 
A s a n y w o m a n w h o is a n art ist i n C a n a d a w i l l 
t e l l y o u , the obstacles f a c i n g her are n u m e r o u s 
a n d f o r m i d a b l e . W o r k i n g i n the absence of a n y 
real e m o t i o n a l or f i n a n c i a l s u p p o r t structure, 
a n d i n the presence of a t h o u g h t - t o - b e sacrosanct 
m a l e aesthetic s t i l l t aught i n univers i t i es a n d 
preva lent i n art c o m m u n i t i e s , she is even m o r e at 
the mercy of the c h a m e l e o n - l i k e p u b l i c a n d 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l taste t h a n is her m a l e c o u n t e r p a r t . 
T h o s e f e w p r o f e s s i o n a l f e m a l e r o l e m o d e l s 
w h i c h d o exis t i n academe a n d the art w o r l d 
seem, i n the i r scarci ty , to p r o m o t e the idea of the 
" S u p e r w o m a n . " Y e t , m i r a c u l o u s l y , w o m e n 
c o n t i n u e to t r a i n a n d to w o r k . 
W i t h respect to the v i s u a l arts, I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
W o m e n ' s Y e a r p r o v i d e d a n incent ive to address 
the i s o l a t i o n of female artists a n d the absence of a 
s u p p o r t n e t w o r k . W h i l e the N a t i o n a l G a l l e r y ' s 
" S o m e C a n a d i a n W o m e n A r t i s t s " is n o w o n l y a 
m e m o r y , i n s t i t u t i o n s l i k e Powerhouse i n M o n t -
r e a l , Women In Focus Gallery ( V a n c o u v e r ) a n d 
Womanspirit ( L o n d o n ) c o n t i n u e to b r i n g 
female creat iv i ty o u t of o b s c u r i t y . T h e m o v e -
m e n t to e s t a b l i s h p r o f e s s i o n a l e q u a l i t y i n the art 
w o r l d is a l s o k e p t a l i v e by the s t r o n g voices of, 
a m o n g others , A v i s L a n g R o s e n b e r g , the f e m i -
n i s t art h i s t o r i a n ; J a n e M a r t i n — s e e Women 
Visual Artists on Canada Council Juries2; a n d 
sculptress M a r y o n K a n t a r o f f . 3 
A n e w c h a p t e r i n C a n a d a ' s art h i s t o r y b e g a n 
w h e n the C a n a d i a n A d v i s o r y C o u n c i l o n the 
Status of W o m e n ( C A C S W ) d o u b l e d as art 
g a l l e r y a n d Artfemme, a n e x h i b i t i o n devoted to 
the w o r k of l o c a l w o m e n artists , w a s presented to 
the O t t a w a p u b l i c (September 20-October 29). 
W o m e n artists i n C a n a d a face t w o f u n d a -
m e n t a l p r o b l e m s : l a c k of f u n d i n g a n d lac k 
of e x p o s u r e for the i r w o r k . A s the C o u n c i l 
is n o t a g r a n t i n g agency , w e are l i m i t e d i n 
the w a y s i n w h i c h w e c a n d i r e c t l y c o m b a t 
the f irst p r o b l e m . W e c a n , h o w e v e r , address 
the latter issue a n d Artfemme is a s i g n i f i -
cant u n d e r t a k i n g for us i n that d i r e c t i o n . 
( M m e . L u c i e P e p i n , Pres ident , C A C S W ) 
T o female C a n a d i a n ai usls a n d o the i s i n v o l v e d 
i n the C a n a d i a n art scene, Artfemme stands as a n 
a f f i r m i n g s t a t e m e n t a b o u t p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m , 
c h a n g e a n d d i v e r s i t y . I n its b a l a n c e a n d at tend-
ance to d e t a i l at every stage, i t owes e v e r y t h i n g to 
its ta lented c u r a t o r J e n n i f e r D i c k s o n , R . A . I n its 
e x c i t i n g r a n g e o f style, i m a g e r y a n d m e d i u m , i t 
owes e v e r y t h i n g to e leven w o m e n f r o m dif ferent 
genera t ions a n d a range of exper ience . S o m e , 
l i k e Jerry G r e y , L e s l i e R e i d a n d J a n e M a r t i n 
have es tab l i shed r e p u t a t i o n s as C a n a d i a n p a i n -
ters; others l i k e C a r l a W h i t e s i d e a n d J o h a n n e 
F l e u r y are jus t b e g i n n i n g their careers. 
T h e r e are not , s t r i c t ly s p e a k i n g , a n y c o m m o n 
themes r u n n i n g t h r o u g h the e x h i b i t i o n . E a c h 
art is t w o r k s i n a n i d i o s y n c r a t i c w a y a n d a c c o r d -
i n g to a p e r s o n a l v i s i o n . T h e r e is , h o w e v e r , one 
' e l ement ' c o m m o n to over h a l f the w o r k s o f art; 
that is , that they are u n q u e s t i o n a b l y the c r e a t i o n 
of w o m e n . I suspect that this reflects a g r o w i n g 
acceptance of the f e m a l e v o i c e i n art , a l t h o u g h 
negative att i tudes a n d c o n n o t a t i o n s s t i l l a b o u n d . 
T h e issue of f e m a l e i m a g e r y (or perspect ive , 
p o i n t of v i e w , etc.) is a t h o r n y one . O p i n i o n 
w h i c h sees i t as s e l f - i n d u l g e n t or s h a l l o w battles 
w i t h o p i n i o n w h i c h m a i n t a i n s i t represents a 
l o n g - o v e r d u e a l t e r n a t i v e to a m a i n s t r e a m aes-
thet ic created by m e n . L u c y L i p p a r d ' s From the 
Centre* testifies to a s i g n i f i c a n t n u m b e r of 
w o m e n artists w h o have t h u m b e d the i r noses at 
t h e M a i n s t r e a m I m p e r a t i v e . J u d y C h i c a g o ' s 
Through the Flower5 d o c u m e n t s the s t ruggle of 
c r e a t i n g as a w o m a n , a s t ruggle w h i c h " T h e 
D i n n e r P a r t y " has m a d e w o r t h w h i l e for m a n y . 
T h e case for ' female centred ' art is a s t r o n g one 
a n d there is n o w a great deal of e n c o u r a g e m e n t 
i n art a n d art c r i t i c i s m for w o m e n w h o choose to 
e x p l o r e a female aesthetic. 
W h e n w o m e n create o u t of a sens ib i l i ty to a 
f e m a l e e x p e i le i ice , i t is p o s s i b l e to i d e n t i f y c e i -
t a i n q u a l i t i e s o r characterist ics i n their art: 
c o l o u r s w h i c h are cons idered ' f e m i n i n e ' a n d 
w h i c h are o f ten used i n a p a r t i c u l a r w a y ; a fast i -
d i o u s a t t e n t i o n to d e t a i l ; images of g r o w t h , c o n -
f i n e m e n t , m o t h e r h o o d , domest i c i ty ; a u t o b i o -
g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l a n d b o d y (e.g., r e p r o d u c t i v e ) 
f u n c t i o n s are a few. R e c o g n i z i n g a n d p r o m o t i n g 
the ' f emale vo ice ' i n art represents n o t o n l y a 
s ty l i s t i c r e v o l u t i o n b u t a n i m p o r t a n t stage i n the 
process of s e l f - k n o w l e d g e . 
B e t t y D a v i s o n ' s cas t p a p e r s c u l p t u r e s , 
m o u n t e d o n m a s o n i t e a n d f r a m e d , are e x q u i s i t e 
pieces of j o y . T h e r e is a q u a l i t y of l ightness a n d 
gentleness a b o u t them, a l t h o u g h they are not by 
a n y means passive. T h e y seem, w i t h their story-
f r o z e n - i n - t i m e f o r m a t , to be o n the one level very 
p l e a s i n g a n d accessible; the term " n a r r a t i v e 
i m a g e r y " has been suggested. A second g lanc e , 
h o w e v e r , reveals the e n i g m a t i c , the e lus ive , the 
i r o n i c . I n D a v i s o n ' s " T h e F a l l e n A p p l e s , " she 
recreates the g a r d e n of E d e n but , ins tead of recal -
l i n g that m o m e n t where , a c c o r d i n g to b i b l i c a l 
h i s t o r y , E v e led m a n k i n d i n t o s i n a n d g u i l t , she 
leaves the a p p l e u n t o u c h e d , untested. A s i t is 
w r i t t e n , the story is the a r c h e t y p a l m o d e l for the 
e n s u i n g events f r o m o u r h i s t o r i c a l a n d c u l t u r a l 
h e r i t a g e — t h e enac tment of l aws , the d e v e l o p -
m e n t of s o c i a l mores , the r i g i d d e m a n d s of ro le 
m o d e l l i n g , — w h i c h c o n d e m n e d female i n d e p e n d -
ence. Nevertheless, th is is p o l i t i c a l c o m m e n t a r y 
that does not inc i te to r i o t but instead d e m a n d s 
r e f l e c t i o n . " P i e i n the S k y " is another e x a m p l e of 
art that m a k e s its p o i n t t h r o u g h h u m o u r . R a t h e r 
t h a n b e i n g a n g r y or h e a v i l y p o l i t i c a l , i t is the 
p l a s t i c e q u i v a l e n t o f a w i c k e d " o n e - l i n e r . " H a s a 
b lender , s h r e d d i n g a n d m i x i n g p a p e r p u l p ever 
e n j o y e d s u c h ar t is t ic revenge? A t first the v i e w e r 
FALLEN APPLES by Betty D a v i d s o n . 
is seduced by its prett iness a n d i n n o c e n c e : pies , 
cakes, ice c r e a m cones a n d c o o k i e s ooze sweet-
ness a n d d o m e s t i c h a r m o n y w h i c h depends o n 
that g i v i n g - a w a y type of c rea t iv i ty so t y p i c a l of 
w o m e n . B u t t h e n , c r e e p i n g i n t o the c o n s c i o u s -
ness is a l l that w h i t e n e s s a n d the absence of 
s p a t i a l references a n d o n e realizes that the pies 
a n d the cakes have a l l f led the k i t c h e n . A l l the 
sweet gi f ts have a b a n d o n e d the i r e a r t h l y h o m e 
a n d are f l o a t i n g a b o u t i n space, d e f y i n g g r a v i t y , 
o u t of r e a c h of a p p r e c i a t i v e h u s b a n d s a n d c h i l d -
ren . R e a l i t y is t ranscended. 
P r o b a b l y m o r e t h a n m o s t artists w o m e n 
m a k e art to escape, o v e r w h e l m , o r trans-
f o r m d a i l y real i t ies . S o it m a k e s sense that 
those w o m e n artists w h o d o focus o n 
d o m e s t i c i m a g e r y o f ten seem to be t a k i n g 
off f r o m , rather t h a n g e t t i n g off o n , the 
i m p l i c a t i o n s of f l o o r s a n d b r o o m s a n d 
d i r t y l a u n d r y . 6 
C o l o u r c h o i c e a n d p a i n s t a k i n g , a l m o s t c o m -
p u l s i v e d e t a i l are r e v e a l i n g character is t ics of the 
m i x e d m e d i a c o l l a g e s c u l p t u r e s of S u s a n T a y l o r 
a n d J a n e M a r t i n ' s p a i n t i n g s . S u s a n T a y l o r ' s 
" P i n k L u l l a b i e s C r y p t " is a p i n k n i g h t m a r e of 
m e m e n t o e s a n d s y m b o l s a n d a c c o u t r e m e n t s 
f r o m the perfect l i t t l e g i r l ' s w o r l d . It is a c o m p l e x 
piece i n that the e m o t i o n a l s t i m u l u s , w h i c h is 
p a r t of i t , is c o m p l e x . O n the o n e h a n d , o n e feels 
suf focated by this e m b a r r a s s m e n t of p i n k t h i n g s ; 
it is as w e l l so obsess ively , h y p n o t i c a l l y neat . 
T h i s n e o n a t a l e n v i r o n m e n t s y m b o l i z e s the a p o -
theosis of the female c h i l d w h o has c o m e to be 
i d e n t i f i e d w i t h beauty a n d a m o d e of e x p r e s s i o n 
w h i c h rel ies o n restra int a n d d e c o r u m . Pre t ty 
p i n k c o l o u r s , order , de ta i l o n the s m a l l scale, a l l 
are s y m b o l s of s o c i a l a n d p s y c h o l o g i c a l i n c a r -
c e r a t i o n . A n d yet the art ist herself r e m i n d s us 
that i t is not q u i t e that s i m p l e . F o r this is the 
t i m e of F r i e d a n ' s " s e c o n d s tage , " w h e n s o m e of 
the u n c o m p r o m i s i n g strictures of the w o m e n ' s 
m o v e m e n t have been r e l a x e d . W e c a n at least 
a d m i t to t h i n k i n g , as does the artist , " I rea l ized , I 
bel ieved, I w a n t e d the m y t h to be t r u e . " 
A n o t h e r s c u l p t u r e , " G e t It W h i l e Y o u C a n , " 
has its o r i g i n s i n the R o m a n C a t h o l i c r e l i q u a r y 
b o x a n d c o n t a i n s v a r i o u s art ic les of contracep-
t i o n g r o u p e d a r o u n d the V i r g i n M a r y . H e r e are 
echoes of the d e m a n d by w o m e n for s e x u a l free-
d o m w i t h i n t h e s h a d o w cast b y C h u r c h 
c e n s u r e — a d e m a n d for sex w i t h o u t fear of p r e g -
n a n c y , a d e m a n d for a n e n d to the d o u b l e s tand-
a r d a n d a r e c o g n i t i o n of female s e x u a l i t y , a 
r e c o g n i t i o n even of the fact that love a n d r e p r o -
d u c t i o n w i l l a l w a y s m a i n t a i n the r i g h t to 
r e m a i n separate. W h i l e n o n e of the w o r k s i n 
Artfemme bears a s t r o n g f e m i n i s t m e s s a g e — 
there are n o m a n i f e s t o s — S u s a n T a y l o r ' s w o r k 
m a i n t a i n s a h i g h verba l p r o f i l e . 
J a n e M a r t i n ' s p a i n t i n g s represent the m e e t i n g 
p l a c e of a creative s e n s i b i l i t y that is b o t h female 
a n d a n d r o g y n o u s . H e r m u l t i p l e c o m p o s i t i o n , 
e n t i t l e d " W i c k e r C h a i r s , " s h o w s m e m b e r s of a 
n u c l e a r f a m i l y seated i n a g a r d e n . T h e f e m i n i n e 
" e y e " is suggested by the m o r e t h a n p h o t o g r a -
p h i c a l l y accurate detai ls of the weave i n the 
c h a i r s , the l i l acs , the f l o w e r pat tern repeated i n 
the dress, the v i b r a n t reds a n d b lues . B u t i n l o o k -
i n g past the dis tor ted features, the lifeless poses, 
w e are asked to c o n f r o n t a p lace w i t h i n each of us 
t h a t is n e i t h e r e x c l u s i v e l y m a l e o r f e m a l e . 
U n d e r s t a n d i n g , the capac i ty for l o v e — a l l that 
the f a m i l y w o u l d w i s h to e m b o d y — d e p e n d s o n 
a n acceptance of the l i f e of b o t h e lements i n us. 
" T h e s i n g l e subject of m y w o r k is p e o p l e ; its 
s i n g l e a i m , u n d e r s t a n d i n g ; its s i n g l e m o t i v e , 
l o v e . " T h e p h y s i c a l ug l iness m i r r o r s a p s y c h i c 
p a i n a n d ugl iness for w h i c h n o one h e a l i n g , 
c l e a n s i n g a c t i o n exists. O n the other h a n d , the 
'perfect ' f a m i l y u n i t a l so becomes the e m b o d i -
m e n t of a lost d r e a m of togetherness a n d i n s u l a r -
i ty a n d the f u l f i l m e n t of p r o c r e a t i o n . P e r h a p s 
m o r e t h a n a n y other w o r k s i n the e x h i b i t i o n , 
M a r t i n ' s por t ray the of ten c o n f l i c t i n g interests of 
the heart a n d the in te l l ec t a n d the creat ive s p i r i t . 
L e s l i e R e i d is a m o n g the artists i n Artfemme 
w h o s e w o r k has d e v e l o p e d o u t of a s i n g u l a r 
v i s i o n that is not i d e n t i f i a b l e as e i ther m a l e o r 

f e m a l e . U s i n g landscapes , seascapes a n d vistas as 
subject matter , her w o r k has, for some t i m e , deal t 
w i t h the t h r e s h o l d of s ight . O n b o t h a m e t a p h y s -
i c a l a n d sensory leve l , her l i t h o g r a p h s a n d c a n -
vases d e m a n d a great deal of the v iewer . 
" P o p h a m I " is a n i m p o s i n g canvas , p h y s i -
c a l l y l a r g e b u t t o n a l l y very unders ta ted . S t a r t i n g 
f r o m a p h o t o g r a p h i c base, she has b u i l t u p layer 
u p o n f i n e layer o f a c r y l i c w i t h a n a i r b r u s h a n d 
c o m p r e s s o r . T h e bathers, the beach , the h o r i z o n 
l i n e a l l h o v e r o n the verge of d i s i n t e g r a t i o n . T h e 
e f f e c t i s s e n s u a l l y a p p e a l i n g , y e t s o m e h o w 
d i s t u r b i n g . 
S o m e t i m e s I've c a l l e d i t a to ta l a m b i v a l -
ence, a breathlessness, a n a l m o s t c h o k i n g 
f e e l i n g . It's so t o t a l l y s t i l l a n d the effect o n 
m e is o n e of c a t c h i n g m y b r e a t h a n d h o l d -
i n g i t a l m o s t to the p o i n t of s u f f o c a t i o n . A 
l o t of p e o p l e see i t as t r a n q u i l , b u t there is 
a n edge to i t that a n o t h e r f r i e n d w h o 
r e v i e w e d it c a l l e d " s c a r y . " ( L e s l i e R e i d ) 
A t t e s t i n g to a f ierce i n t e l l e c t u a l a n d creat ive 
r i g o u r , the b u i l d - u p of layers of p a i n t as f i n e as 
m i s t i n w h i t e s , p a l e b lues a n d g r e e n is so care-
f u l l y executed as to p r o d u c e a n a l m o s t u n e a r t h l y 
h a r m o n y of p h o t o g r a p h i c i m a g e , p a i n t a n d sur-
face. L o o k i n g at the canvas , c o n t e m p l a t i n g i t as 
y o u m u s t , the l i g h t a n d s h a d e d areas b e g i n to 
p l a y p e r c e p t u a l t r i cks . O u t l i n e s c o m e i n a n d o u t 
o f focus , images sh i f t o r threaten to d i s a p p e a r ; 
there s i m p l y is n o t e n o u g h v i s u a l i n f o r m a t i o n to 
a l l o w the b r a i n to keep the i m a g e s stable a n d 
clear . 
T h o s e f a m i l i a r w i t h L e s l i e R e i d ' s w o r k over 
the years w i l l be aware of the e n o r m o u s contrast 
that is p r o v i d e d by the l i t h o g r a p h s a n d p a i n t -
i n g s of N o r t h A m e r i c a n landscapes as c o m p a r e d 
to those w h i c h c a m e o u t of t i m e spent i n F r a n c e 
a n d E n g l a n d . T h e N o r t h A m e r i c a n ones ( " P o p -
h a m I " o r i g i n a t e s i n a p h o t o g r a p h of a beach i n 
M a i n e ) present o v e r w h e l m i n g c h a s m s of sea a n d 
sky w h e r e h u m a n l i f e a n d h a b i t a t i o n a l w a y s 
seem o u t of r e a c h . A g h o s t l y whi teness p r e d o m i -
nates, whereas the E u r o p e a n - b a s e d w o r k s are 
s u f f o c a t i n g i n their denseness a n d shade threat-
ens to d r o w n o u t the l i g h t . H e r s is c h a l l e n g i n g 
w o r k , f o r c i n g v iewers to g o b e y o n d w h a t they 
t h i n k are the i r l i m i t s of v i s u a l , ar t i s t i c , a n d 
m e t a p h y s i c a l p e r c e p t i o n . 
It is i m p o s s i b l e for a n y ar t i c le to d o jus t ice to 
a n e x h i b i t i o n f e a t u r i n g f o r t y - f o u r w o r k s by 
e leven artists . N o t h i n g has been s a i d of J o h a n n e 
F l e u r y ' s i n t i m a t e , b i o m o r p h i c - b a s e d i m a g e s 
w h i c h seem to be l o o k i n g i n t o the very centre of 
f e m a l e energy a n d sens i t iv i ty , n o r of C a r l a 
W h i t e s i d e ' s m e t a p h y s i c a l c o m p o s i t i o n s of p i g -
m e n t , g r a p h i t e , twigs , w h i c h echo states of 
m i n d . J e r r y G r e y , w h o is p e r h a p s m o s t fre-
q u e n t l y r e m e m b e r e d by the C a n a d i a n p u b l i c for 
her " G r e a t C a n a d i a n E q u a l i z e r " m u r a l , e x h i -
b i t e d f o u r w o r k s w h i c h are c o l o u r f u l , s o m e w h a t 
e m o t i o n a l react ions to the A u s t r a l i a n landscape . 
M a r y A n n e C a i b a i o s a i ' s d r a w i n g s reflect her 
p r i d e i n a n d i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h her O j i b w a y 
o r i g i n s . T h e s u m p t u o u s e t c h i n g s b y C l a i r 
C l o u t h i e r are c l ear ly the w o r k of s o m e o n e w h o 
has s t u d i e d a n d perfected the m o s t t e c h n i c a l l y 
d e m a n d i n g of the ar t is t ic crafts. A g n e s Ivan's 
E u c l i d e a n shapes are the result of a creative 
i n s t i n c t w h i c h seems d o m i n a t e d by the intel lect ; 
S u z a n n e J o u b e r t p r o v i d e s a n in teres t ing contrast 
w i t h h e r " m e m e n t o m o r i " f o r m a t , v i b r a n t 
decorat ive shades a n d use of s m a l l h o u s e h o l d 
objects as p a i n t i n g surfaces. A ca ta logue w h i c h 
p r o v i d e s p h o t o g r a p h s , b i o g r a p h i c a l n o t e s , 
statements by the artists a n d a d e s c r i p t i o n of each 
o f the w o r k s was p r o d u c e d a n d d i s t r i b u t e d by the 
C a n a d i a n A d v i s o r y C o u n c i l . 
A s the c o l l e c t i v e v o i c e g r o w s stronger, w o m e n 
w i l l take the i r places , i n greater n u m b e r s a n d 
w i t h greater c o n f i d e n c e , i n the h i s t o r y of the 
v i s u a l a r t s . E d u c a t i o n , t h r o u g h the v a r i o u s 
f o r m s o f d o c u m e n t a t i o n , e x h i b i t i o n s , m o r e 
e q u a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o n jur ies a n d m u s e u m 
boards are a l l par t of the m a c h i n e r y of c h a n g e . 
T h e i so la ted e x a m p l e of a G e o r g i a O ' K e e f f e , a 
LE TOM BEAU DE PE1NTRE (THE PAINT-
ER'S GRAVE) by S u z a n n e J o u b e r t . 
L o u i s e N e v e l s o n or a M a r y Cassat t has at last 
g i v e n w a y to a v i s i o n of m a n y . 
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